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The so-called "Design Methods Movement" emerges in Europe in the late 1950s,
connected with the on-going technological developments, and new theories
–systems and problem solving– within an economic-social-cultural space where new
productive-economic paradigms, new social demands, environmental issues, etc., will
compel designers to deal with complexity, using methodological (ergo theoretical)
tools. "Design Methods", different than "Scientific Method", will improve the
approach to design process problems –a non-predetermined process; at the same
time rational and creative. Design reflection will elaborate conceptual constructs that,
today, have already gone beyond design discipline itself such as "design thinking" or
"designerly ways of knowing". The first “Theory and Design Methods Conference” will
give rise to the Design Research Society (DRS), which will organize Design Research
Conferences, until today. The present work will describe –over the timeline of Design
Conferences, from 1962 (pre DRS) until 2016 (last DRS Conference)– the evolution of
theoretical design reflection regarded in a wide context, in order to provide a new
theoretical perspective, contributing to critical visions and disciplinary discussion.
design research; design theoretical
phenomenology; design epistemology
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Introduction

The present work is an effort of comprehension regarding the visions, approaches and emphases
that have been produced during the last, almost, 60 years in design research and design theory.
The emergence (origin) of methodological reflection in Design is closely associated with the new
post World War II scenario, where the same technological advances that served both to carry out,
and to finish of that conflict would have changed society forever, as a result of new productive and
economic paradigms, new social demands, environmental issues, etc.
As Nigel Cross described:
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike
4.0 International License.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

The origins of the emergence of new design methods in the 1950s and 60s lay in the
application of novel, 'scientific' methods to the novel and pressing problems of the 2nd
World War - from which came OR and management decision-making techniques - and in
the development of creativity techniques in the 1950s. (The latter was partly, in the USA,
in response to the launch of the first satellite, the Soviet Union's 'Sputnik', which seemed
to convince American scientists and engineers that they lacked creativity.) The new
'Design Methods Movement' developed through a series of conferences (De Vries, Cross,
Grant, 1993, p. 16)
In that scenario, with technological developments in progress, and the influence of new theories —
Morphological Method (Zwicky, 1948), General Systems Theory (developed from 50s to 60s),
Synectics (50s), Cybernetics (late 40s to 70s) — Design would have to takeover the complexity of —
in engineering words— an "open system of decisions" (Gregory, 1965, p. 83), where would be
unavoidable methodological tools, that is, theoretical.
At the beginning, visions and theoretical conceptions regarding the design process install
fundamental questions regarding a process that is not predetermined –at the same time creative
and rational– where an essential aspect is decision-making.
Some simple —and revealing— questions contained on the initial reflections are:
Is there a science of design? (Gropius, 1947, in Gropius, 1955, p. 30)
If science is concerned with knowledge and design is concerned with action, is it
reasonable to speak of scientific method in design, or a science of design? (Esherick, in
Jones & Thornley, 1963, p.78)
What is it that makes a form-making process good or bad? (Alexander, 1964, p.36)
What is a decision?
How are these decisions made?
How does a designer decide what information to feed in next, and how much of it, and
in what detail, and how does he decide when to do it?
How does a designer decide what to do with this information, when and how to carry
out consistency testing or comparison and selection?
And, in making these decisions, how much discretion has he?
What is it that limits his freedom to exercise this discretion?
(Levin, 1966, reprinted in Cross, 1984, p. 107-115)
The methodological reflection who was trying to answer those questions will find a convergence
space, at the so-called Conferences on Design Methods, whose first version was organized by John
Christopher Jones and Peter Slann, in 1962, in London, with a very simple purpose at that time, in
Jones’s words:
It was the first conference of its kind and enabled everyone who had an interest in
'systematic and intuitive methods' on design to get to know of each other's existence.
(Jones, 2002)
Jones, at that very Conference, will define design methods as "a means of resolving a conflict that
exists between logical analysis and creative thought” (Jones & Thornley, 1963, p.54).
Later, in 1970 Jones will publish his book Design Methods, Seeds of human futures, reflecting about
design, designers, their role, their performance in the world, and specially making a compendium of
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methods –a taxonomy– that would allow to value and differentiate the way in which design process
can be approached.
At the time of publication of Design Methods ... there were still more questions than answers in
methodological reflection, and those questions revealed the uncertainty, inherent to a theoretical
attempt, that would propel the searching for answers through design research, initiating the
construction of a theoretical "corpus" which is still in process.
Thus, the Conferences, from the beginning, will receive the theoretical concerns of the discipline,
materialized in research works, proposals and methodological reflections, case studies, etc. Thereby,
the Design Conferences have become a space of visibility and dissemination of design theoretical
effort.

2

About the research
Core questions of the present inquiry

2.1

What kind of theoretical approaches have emerged in these, almost sixty years? How do these
approaches reflect, confirm, or deny emerging interpretations around "Design Methods" or "Design
Theory"?

Objectives

2.2

General Objective
Visualize the evolution and state of the art of design's theoretical effort in order to collaborate in
understanding the role of theory and research in design discipline.

Specific Objectives
•
•
•
•

2.3

Stablish a synchronic panorama, review and discussion of results.
Collaborate with a more wide insight about the “invisible threads” of design theoretical
reflection, closely engaged with the origins, birth and growing of the DRS and DRS
Conferences.
Collaborate with a more wide understanding of the influences and the way that influences
have impacted the development of the discipline in other scenarios, such as the
Latinoamerican.
Create a database of proceedings of all the DRS Conferences over almost 60 years (and back
to the origins in the 1962 Design Methods Conference), accessible to other scholars.

Working hypothesis

The topics addressed at the Conferences on design Methods reflect the evolution of design and
methodological reflection and reveal the predominant research areas of the discipline.

2.4

Description of the inquiry

This work, in its first stage, consists in visualize the key areas of research —and reflection— that
have been addressed in the Conferences on Design Methods, Design Theory an Design Research
from 1962 to 2016.
To do so it will utilize the taxonomy proposed by Bruce Archer in 1980 (Jacques & Powell, 1981),
where he identifies ten areas of design research, as follows:
1. Design history. The study of what is the case, and how things came to be the
way they are, in the Design area.
2. Design taxonomy. The study of the classification of phenomena in the Design
area.
3. Design technology. The study of the principles underlying the operations of the
things and systems comprising designs.
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4. Design praxiology. The study of the nature of design activity, its organisation
and its apparatus.
5. Design modelling. The study of the human capacity for the cognitive modelling,
externalisation and communication of design ideas.
6. Design metrology. The study of measurement in relation to design phenomena,
with special emphasis on the handling of non-quantitative data.
7. Design axiology. The study of worth in the Design area, with special regard to
the relations between technical, economic, moral, social and aesthetic values.
8. Design philosophy. The study of the logic of discourse on matters of concern in
the Design area.
9. Design epistemology. The study of the nature and validity of ways of knowing,
believing and feeling in the Design area.
10. Design pedagogy. The study of the principles and practice of education in the
matter of concern to the Design area.
(op. cit., p. 33)

Archer synthesizes these ten areas into three broad areas:
1. Design Phenomenology, in which I would include, for the time being, design
history, taxonomy and technology, as I described them earlier;
2. Design Praxiology, in which I would include design modelling and metrology;
and
3. Design Philosophy, in which I would include design axiology, epistemology and
pedagogy.
(op. cit., p. 35)
To clearly differentiate these three categories and considering that "Design Philosophy" refers to
knowledge (its acquisition and value), it has been decided to name this category according to the
proposal of Nigel Cross (Michel, 2007, p. 48), also based on the same Archer’s categories:
Design phenomenology – study of the form and configuration of artefacts
Design praxiology – study of the practices and processes of design
Design epistemology – study of designerly ways of knowing
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2.5

Research domain

Includes the papers published at the Conferences on Design Methods and Design Theory, between
1962 and 1967, in England, and those organized by the Design Research Society (DRS) from 1971 to
the present days.
The time range is 1962 to 2016, according to the following list:

Foundational Conferences on Design Methods (pre DRS)1
1962 Conference on Design Methods
1965 The Design Method
1967 Design Methods in Architecture

London, UK
Birmingham, UK
Portsmouth, UK

Design Research Conferences organized by the DRS
1971
1973
1976
1978
1980
1984
2002
2004
2006
2008
2010
2012
2014
2016

Design Participation
Design Activity
Changing Design
Architectural Design:
Interrelations among Theory, Research, and Practice
Design: Science: Method
The Role of the Designer
Common Ground
Futureground
Wonderground
Undisciplined!
Design & Complexity
Research: Uncertainty Contradiction Value
Design’s Big Debates
Design + Research + Society Future-Focused Thinking

Manchester, UK
London, UK
Portsmouth, UK
Istanbul, Turkey
Portsmouth, UK
Bath, UK
London, UK
Melbourne, Australia
Lisbon, Portugal
Sheffield, UK
Montreal, Canada
Bangkok, Thailand
Umeå, Sweden
Brighton, UK

Other DRS Conferences not included
Since not all the Proceedings of the Conferences have been published, there are five Conferences of
which, at the moment, there is no detailed information available2.
1964
1972
1974
1982
1998

The Teaching Of Engineering Design
Design And Behaviour
Problem Identification For Design
Design Policy
Quantum Leap

Scarborough, UK
Birmingham, UK
Manchester, UK
London, UK
Birmingham, UK

1

The Design Research Society was founded in the UK in 1966. As it is described in its website: the origins of the Society lay
in the Conference on Design Methods, held in London in 1962, which enabled a core of people to be identified who shared
interests in new approaches to the process of designing. Since 1971 the DRS organize International Design Research
Conferences. See: https://www.designresearchsociety.org/cpages/history
2 See: https://www.designresearchsociety.org/cpages/publications-1
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3

Methodology

3.1 Management of data
Collection of Conferences data
The papers have been collected, counted, and all data has been represented in tables and charts
allowing comparison of quantity of research works published at the Conferences.
On doing this count, it has been left out the keynote speeches and introductions of each session.
Figures 1 and 2 depict this first stage.

Figure 1: Summary table showing Conferences, Years, Venue Places and quantity of papers. 1962-2016.
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Figure 2: Comparative chart, quantity of papers on each Conference. 1962-2016.

These two figures allow appreciating the growing publication of papers in the Conferences.

Papers grouped by Session Titles or Chapters Titles
For each Conference, the papers have been separated by session title, according to available digital
Proceedings and Conference Programs (e.g. “Design Culture" or "Sustainability").
In the case of printed publications (specifically the pre-90's Conferences), were considered the
chapter’s titles of the publication (e.g. “User Participation" or "Products and System research").
In the case of the Conferences of 1962, 1967 and 1971, these Proceedings did not organize the
papers into chapters so, for the moment —since there is no information about daily programming—
it has been considered the title of the book (printed Proceedings) as a category/concept (i.e. 1962
and 1967: “Design Methods”, 1971: “Design Participation”).
Figures 3a and 3b allow visualization of all sessions titles as well as the number of papers per
session.
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Figure 3a: Detailed information about session or chapters titles, and quantity of papers on each one. 1962-2008
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Figure 3b: Detailed information about session or chapters titles, and quantity of papers on each one. 2010-2016
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Categorization criteria
Once the list of topics and the quantification of papers by theme has been made, the next stage has
been the classification of each topic (and the papers within each one) in one of the three defined
categories of design research:
Design Phenomenology, Design Praxiology or Design Epistemology
Figures 4 and 5 allow visualization of the existence, ascent and/or descent of each kind of design
research category.
This process has been carried out considering the affinity of the concepts expressed in the titles of
the sessions (or chapters/sections in printed texts) with one of the three design research categories.
Also, in some cases, when the session title is not clear enough, or is not descriptive enough, the
procedure has been to review the titles of the papers and their keywords.

Figure 4: Table with quantity of papers categorized in one of the three research areas. 1962-2016
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Figure 5: Chart comparing quantity of papers categorized by one of the three research areas. 1962-2016

First discussion about categorization criteria

3.2

The categorization of papers by topics in the Conferences, in some cases, could not give a true
account of the precise meaning of a specific work within that category. Therefore the assignment of
them to the major research categories - Phenomenological - Praxiological - Epistemological - should
be adjusted, at a later stage of the investigation.
To verify the results it could be necessary re-categorize the papers based on a new reading
considering hypothesis and research objectives. The new categorization should be compared with
the first one. This will be particularly relevant in the Conferences of 1962, 1967 and 1971, where, the
categorization criteria have considered the general theme (title) of the Conference.

4

Construction of a synchronic time-line

A comprehension exercise that is still in process.

4.1 Methodology
Organization of data over a time-line
The total papers, ordered by year, and classified on one of the three categories will be displayed on a
timeline, where it will be possible to appreciate range of time between Conferences.
Also, some relevant facts have been added to this graphic:
•
•
•

First specialized publications on design.
Emergence of first design organizations or associations.
First conferences organized by these groups, which continue to this day.

Figure 6 shows a big picture, where Conferences have taken place in the last almost sixty years.
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Figure 6: Synchronic timeline showing Conferences in historical “Design context”.

First descriptions about relationship between Conferences and “Design
Context”

4.2

a. As a first way of interpreting the relationship between the Conferences and the design context,
the concepts of Horst Rittel (1972), identifying two ‘generations’ of Design Methods, will be used as
a tool.
Figure 7 includes two vertical strips that mark the range where, according to Rittel, these two
different emphases occur. First generation: In the sixties, Operations Research predominance, with
“a particular type of systems approach” (Rittel, 1972). Second Generation: Early seventies, where
design problems are defined by Rittel as “wicked problems” (Rittel, 1973).
Some relations observed:
•

First generation: As can be seen in Figure 7, during the 60s the focus of design research work
is predominantly aimed on procedures (Design Praxiology).

•

Second Generation: At the beginning of the 70s, along with the praxiological line, the line of
Phenomenological research emerges and grows.

b. A second “tool” that allows to “read” the relations between Conferences and context, is the
research work carried out by Fatima Saikaly (2004), who offers a detailed overview about doctoral
research in design.
Figure 8 highlights the space of time where there is an absence of International Conferences
organized by the DRS. In this period, according to Saikaly, the first PhD programs begin in the United
States, Australia, Europe and Japan.
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Figure 7: The Rittel’s First and Second Generation Design Methods, viewed over the synchronic timeline.

Figure 8: The relationship between the “gap”produced within international DRS Conferences, and the emergence of PhD
Programmes in Design.
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4.3

About the hypothetical “reflective gap”

As it was explained before, the research domain of the present work does not include five
Conferences (1964, 1972, 1974, 1982, 1998). One of them –the DRS 1998– took place within the
period highlighted in Figure 8.
However, considering that the period described covers eighteen years - between 1984 to 2002 within this period only the Conference of 1998 was held.

5

First discussion

The construction of a timeline based on (or describing) design activity has already been carried out
by other researchers. In the present paper, one of these approaches has motivated a comparison
exercise, and then a first discussion.

The Gui Bonsiepe’s Hypothetical timeline:
In 2004, Gui Bonsiepe proposed a timeline that he called “Hypothetical Timeline of the
designdiscourse”, then, in 2007, the same timeline was published in his article “The
Uneasy Relationship between Design and Design Research” (Michel, 2007, p. 25-39).
Figure 9, depicts his speculation about the evolution of “designdiscourse”, from the fifties to the
nineties.

Figure 9: Gui Bonsiepe’s Hypothetical Timeline of the designdiscourse.
(© Gui Bonsiepe 2004, On the Ambiguity of Design and DesignResearch)
From: Michel, R. (2007). Design research now: Essays and selected projects. (p. 33) Basel, Switzerland: Birkhäuser.
Reprinted with permission.

According to Bonsiepe, the 50s were predominantly focused on: Methodology, Productivity,
Ergonomics and Functionalism, which can be categorized within the areas of Praxiology and
Phenomenology. Nevertheless, the 50’s period is not considered within the range of Conferences of
the present paper.
In the 60s, the main “designdiscourse” appear to be Methodology and, –in part– Functionalism. The
taxonomy constructed in the present work shows a Praxiological emphasis at that period, that
means the kind of issues that researchers would be more focused on is design processes.
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The 70s would be focused on Product semantics, Alternative technology, and Dependency theory.
Compared with the results of this inquiry, they correspond to Phenomenology and Praxiology.
In the 80s, the “Pomo Debate” (Post-Modern debate) appears to be the first different focus, a
Phenomenological view that, looking the results of this inquiry, is consistent.
Finally, in the 90s, according to Bonsiepe, emerge many subjects of discussion (and
“designdiscourse”): Branding, Sustainability, Globalisation, Cultural Identity, Virtuality, Cognition,
and New media. All of them seem to be closer to Phenomenology too.

6

First conclusions

a. Results of the present work show an increase of design research works within the period studied;
this would reflect the growing number of researchers and also the need of this reflection for the
discipline. In general, Phenomenological and Praxiological lines of design research have tended to be
prevailing against the Epistemological line. One possible interpretation is that the epistemological
reflection would not have had the urgency of the other two, at least from the 60s to the 90s.
However, Phenomenological line has prevailed in the last three Conferences. This tendency would
reflect that theoretical approaches and inquiries have been predominantly oriented towards the
users and contexts in which Design acts as well as the procedures that allow carrying out the design
process. Besides, an increasing of Epistemological research (in the same last three Conferences),
would reveal an emerging focus on design knowledge, and, also design education. However, the
upward trend of the Epistemological line will have to be evaluated (confirmed or not) after a review
of, at least, the two Conferences programmed in the current decade (2018, 2020).
b. After contrasting the Rittel ideas about “Generations” there is a consistency between the
emphasis shown by the Design Research areas, within the Conferences, and Rittel descriptions. It is
very clear that in the sixties (First generation) the big focus was in Praxiological issues. Then, in the
following years (Second Generation) it take place a Phenomenological turn. In the same way, Saikaly
results of research, fit with a stage where the efforts were oriented predominantly towards a
reflexive activity.
c. Regarding the comparison made with the hypothetical timeline of Bonsiepe, the subjects that
“designdiscourse” has addressed, and its relationship with design research areas –or emphases–,
reflect the almost absence of epistemological research efforts between the 60s and 90s. In general,
the hipothetical timeline of Bonsiepe is consistent with the evolution described in this investigation.

7

Further inquiries

Faced with these first results, new questions arise, in order to describe more precisely the scope of
investigation of each paper, considering their particular hypotheses and research objectives.
Another research issue would be to explain the fluctuation of certain lines of research over time,
considering other aspects, such as technological, cultural and social context in which these
reflections take place and the specific historical moment in which they occur.
This research could take several future paths, trying to answer new questions and, with them, other
hypotheses will also arise regarding the kind of theoretical approaches that are observed and also
with respect to those that are not yet reflected in the DRS Conferences.
Finally, this research should address the relationships, influences and connections between the DRS
Conferences and the beginning –and evolution– of theoretical reflection in Latin America, where the
first design schools will emerge in the late 1960s, not so far from the first Conference.
The inquiry adventure is ongoing.
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Design Research is not equatable to scientific research.
It is designerly enquiry, not Design Research.
Bruce Archer (1980)

8
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